but America!' 14 That he felt the need to repeat the argument at the end of the decade (and beyond) suggests not just that Kennedy-Fraser was an easy target (which she was), or that MacDiarmid often returned to the same hobby-horses and cause celebres (which he did), but also that the Celtic Twilight might have been a cause of some anxiety to MacDiarmid. Despite his attacks on it, the Celtic Twilight was proving remarkably popular and resilient (as it still does to the present day). One problem with the Twilight was that in his poetry of the 1930s MacDiarmid attempted to use the physicality of the landscape as a basis from which new political structures might be imagined; 15 any Celtic 'fog' over the land (or fairies, or wondrously tree-grown birds) could then distort the political creations that might develop. And, in particular, the skewed, obscured or unrooted vision of the Twilight shares some characteristics -its uprootedness, is abstraction (but not the intellectual ambition) -with MacDiarmid's own attempt to create a 'Gaelic Idea' on which to base his cultural renaissance. Throughout the 1930s MacDiarmid repeatedly explored the possibilities of identifying a 'Gaelic' basis for Scottish culture, as part of his revivalist search for a Scottish culture before and separate from the dynamics of Anglicisation. 16 The image of Cencrastus was one fruit of this search; as he would later explain in a letter to Helen Cruickshank in February 1939, 'Cencrastus … is a Gaelic (or Scottish) version of the idea common to Indian and other mythologies that underlying Creation there is a great snake -and that its movements form the pattern of history', by using it in his poem, MacDiarmid was attempting to 'glorify the Gaelic element in our heritage (which I believe underlies our Scottish life and history in much the same way that consciousness underlies and informs the whole world of man)'. 17 This association of the 'Gaelic element' and 'consciousness' is somewhat fuzzy and abstract, but then so was the poem. From Cencrastus MacDiarmid developed a 'Gaelic Idea' which would be a balance to the 'Russian Idea' in the 'parallelogram o' forces' which will 'Complete the Defence o' the West, / And end the English betrayal o' Europe'. This, as MacDiarmid himself states, was an 'intellectual device', rather than something rooted in any understanding of Gaelic culture. 18 And when MacDiarmid returns to the same topic in his 1931 essay 'The Caledonian Antisyzygy and the Gaelic Idea', the relationship of the idea to Gaelic is once more tenuous.
The 'Gaelic Idea' is an intellectual rallying cry, an expression of a desire for renewal (and cultural revolution): it is an 'intellectual conception designed to offset 16 In 'Scottish Gaelic Policy' in 1927 (in The Pictish Review, I:2) MacDiarmid argues for '"connecting up" again with our lost Gaelic culture' but , as Alan Riach suggests, it is only after To Circumjack Cencrastus that Gaelic becomes central to MacDiarmid the Russian idea' which 'calls us to a redefinition and extension of our national principle of freedom on a plane of world-affairs, and in an abandonment alike of our monstrous neglect and ignorance of Gaelic and of the barren conservatism and loss of the creative spirit on the part of those professedly Gaelic and concerned with its maintenance and development'. 19 However, it is only tangentially related to Gaelic itself. Not only has it 'nothing in common with the activities of An Comunn Gaidhealach, no relationship whatever with the Celtic Twilight' but ' [it] would not matter so far as positing it is concerned whether there had never been any Gaelic language or literature, not to mention clans and tartans, at all'; to remove any doubt, he repeats that 'from the point of view of the Gaelic idea, knowledge of, or indeed even the existence of, Gaelic is immaterial.' 20 This is in part a 'playful' intellectual exercise: as Lyall notes, the essay 'illustrates the extremes that MacDiarmid will go to in order to find a place for his self-confessedly playful vision of the Scottish genius as a balancing mechanism in world affairs during the thirties'. 21 However, there are major issues with it. One is, in Michel Byrne's words, MacDiarmid's 'sheer presumption' since '[h]owever glorious the world mission being bestowed on Gaelic, the "Ur-Gaelic initiative" is clearly the latest in a long line of alien appropriations of the language and its culture'. 22 And it is also an appropriation which relies on an understanding of the world as structured by racial distinctions, and which finds MacDiarmid, in Scott Lyall's words 'on indefensible fascist terrain', proposing a post-socialist nationalism similar to that 19 Although the 'Gaelic Idea' might be a more 'creative treatment of actuality' than the Twilightists -in the terms of 'The Stone called Saxagonus' -it still has a dubious relationship to 'actuality'. Thus, when MacDiarmid comes to restate the 'Gaelic Idea' in The Islands of Scotland (by which point, the life actually lived in the Highlands and Islands is of importance to him), he is somewhat defensive:
'Whatever the general considerations might be, however, my personal concern was not with Gaelic but with Scots and against southern English' 24 . A purely intellectual conception of a 'Gaelic Idea' which floats free of actual Gaelic culture would be at odds with the argument he makes in his author's note that 'What the Hebrides and the Shetlands -and Scotland as a whole -need above all is a revolution in morale, a return to our roots, a re-discovery of deep realities we have neglected. ' 25 This, though, is not as transparent an ambition as it may first appear. The ability to discover any actuality or reality (deep or otherwise) is one that MacDiarmid's poetry had also struggled with throughout the 1930s. His evolving support for a 'Gaelic Idea' had paralleled -among many other things -the development of his 'poetry of wisdom', written in synthetic English, which attempted to find a 'correct vocabulary, whether spiritual, technical, or purely associative' with which to describe the world. 26 Beach' MacDiarmid attempts to reach beyond the senses (and the aesthetic sense) to discover a unity underlying the sensible 'haecceity' of the stones on the beach. 27 For this, the power of sight, the apprehension of the visible, doesn't suffice; and in his attempts to find a language fully to depict haecceity, the poet moves 'from optik to haptik', apparently in the hope that touch will give more immediate access to the phenomenological world, and a means of describing that world through language. 28 MacDiarmid refracts here the ideas of the American psychoanalyst Trigant Burrow, who he quotes in The Islands of Scotland, and for whom the substitution of 'words for the physiological experience presumed to underlie them' is a 'dissociative process' which has lead 'man' to lose 'touch with the hard and fast milieu of actual objects and correspondingly with the biological solidarity of his own organism.' 29 For
Burrow, that is, language separates us from 'physiological experience', and so any attempt to use language to describe reality will necessarily be in vain: in the words of the poem it is '[b]ringing […] aesthesis in vain to bear' on the world. 30 The poem, then, rejects the idea that poetry is able to '"realise" the natural world', in Gairn's words, or to 'testify to the intimacy between language and the landscape' in Brannigan's: any 'intimacy' does not overcome what Iain Crichton Smith sees as the 'terrible apartness' of the poet from his environment. 31 But in the poem there is, nevertheless, a consciousness beyond geology of a 'supreme creative power', a unifying 'Alpha and Omega, the Omnific Word' which 'Is the beginning and end of the world, / The unsearchable masterpiece, the music of the spheres'; crucially, this 27 The nature of MacLean's predicament can be illuminated by the parallel situation in Ireland. In a 1939 radio discussion F.R. Higgins and Louis MacNeice argued, respectively, for a 'blood-music that brings the racial character to mind' and for an '"impure" poetry, and the poet as 'a sensitive instrument designed to record anything which interests his mind or affect his emotions'; MacNeice was, throughout, an advocate of flux, referring to 'the poetry that can be got from "a changing society, or a jumble of clans"' and suggesting that 'if you are inside a changing society the only kind of poetry you will write must recognize the changes going on'. 38 However, flux and a changing society can be approached either with gusto or trepidation. Writing about Irish responses to the Celtic Revival, Rónán
McDonald draws a useful contrast between the Yeats, who 'recalls being struck with "the sudden certainty that Ireland was to be like soft wax for years to come", and uncertainty. Our national consciousness may be described, in a native phrase, as a quaking sod. It gives no footing.' As MacDonald argues, in Yeats, 'the malleability metaphor cleaves to the modern, suggestive of possibility and indeterminacy, rather than the fixed identity of essentialist nationalism' whereas '[i]n Daniel Corkery's view, colonized Ireland is more plastic, more uneven, more traumatized than the sentimental versions promulgated by the twilighters', with the 'quaking sod' metaphor indicating 'a precarious subjectivity rendered invisible and inarticulate by foreign dominance'. 39 MacLean can be seen as caught somewhere in the middle of Higgins, MacNeice, Yeats and Corkery. He was opposed to any racial basis for Gaelic culture:
one of his problems with the Celtic Twilight had been the parallels between the Celtic Twilight and 'deliberate romanticising of racism, brutality and irrationality fostered by fascist propaganda. That is the new and most terrible opium for the people ever devised'. 40 However, he was also wary of unrooted 'flux', a 'mosaiced' approach to reality, and indeed 'contemporaneity'. In 'Realism of Gaelic Poetry' he expresses a preference for poetry that has 'its roots in reality' (unlike that of Kenneth MacLeod); parallel to this was his objection -in a letter to Young on 2 February 1941 -to contemporary poetry in which 'a jungle of bristling, more or less surrealist imagery which strikes the eye'. 41 Similarly, in a letter to Young on 2 February 1941 (in which he passes negative judgement on MacDiarmid's Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry, cribbed translations for which MacLean provided) MacLean also expresses a liking for Ezra Pound, whose 'virtuosity is I think richer and more varied and more satisfying than the meagre mosaiced whinings of Eliot and the flat slicknesses of Auden etc etc, all so keen to express their age. All this contemporaneity I think just nonsense'. 42 Although he hoped to create a 'native symbolism' -to shape the wax of the Highlands, as it were -there is always that possibility that this symbolism will be swallowed up in an indeterminate 'quaking sod' (this last, as we shall see, has direct parallels in the imagery of 'An Cuilithionn'). One can read in this passage the hope that through this physical act of climbing, the poet's vision, will remain 'gun bhoile' [undizzied] . 52 However, the important thing about it is that -unusually for MacLean's work -it does not create a symbol: this is one of few passages in MacLean's work that could be celebrated for its 'realism'. 53 MacLean is not simply climbing the Cuillins, but also 'climbing' on the backs 
